Can Recidivism be influenced by architecture? by Sager, Kelly
KELLY R SAGER
C
O
R
R
EC
T
IO
N
A
L 
FA
C
IL
IT
Y
CAN RECIDIVISM BE INFLUENCED BY ARCHITECTURE?
Thesis Abstract
This thesis will focus on an 
investigation of the question, 
can recidivism be influenced by 
architecture? 
The typology for this examination 
will be a multi-county correctional 
facility for up to 290 convicted 
criminals. The Theoretical Premise 
that guides the research is, the 
ability to influence the 
rehabilitation of the inmates, a 
mechanism to change the 
environment for which prisoners 
live, attempt to lower the level of 
violence, and ultimately to lower 
the cases of return offenders.
It is essential to Provide a safe work 
environment for the law 
enforcement officers too, as they 
supervise the rehabilitation of the 
inmates as they transition through 
the incarcerated process. 
   My interest in this particular 
typology is personal; my father is a 
retired Captain of the North 
Dakota Highway Patrol and 
retired FBI. As the daughter of a 
State trooper, I learned first hand, 
at an early age,  the pride and 
respect the job demanded and the 
dangers involved with his work 
every day. He dealt with many life 
threatening situations thru the 
years. It is important to me to make 
design choices to minimize the 
danger to the inmates, but also the 
officers and staff that direct them. 
In doing so, the ultimate goal of my 
design would be to minimize the 
violence that happens in these 
facilities. Introducing  direct super-
vision in a pod arrangement, 
My Motivation
There is one- on-one contact 
between the staff and inmates 
regularly.  A mutual respect can 
be achieved and the inmate has an 
opportunity to share and interact 
with the staff.  
     I have carefully chosen a site that has recently been reclaimed. The original 
steep topography has been excavated in the last 10 years to provide clay to be 
used in the raising of the roads in the surrounding lake region, which have 
been devastated by flood water from the Devils Lake. What remains today 
after careful excavation, is a beautiful, scenic, level piece of land, surrounded 
on three sides with a bluff filled with mature native trees and a spectacular 
view of the lake. 
     Located  just seven miles south of Devils Lake, ND, in Benson County This site 
provides exceptional access on highway 57, which is a major axis through the 
lake region area and connects to additional counties that will also use the 
facility. The close proximity to Devils Lake is essential for additional services 
that may be needed while maintaining an acceptable distance from the general 
population.
    
Site location
Latitude: 4.99841’n    Longitude: 98.91738’ w
Devils Lake nd
Fort Totten nd
Site
Current Lake Level: 1453.41 ft
                Site elevation level: 1510 ft.
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Spacial Analysis
Circulation Analysis
High Security Area
Lower Security
Public Access
Prisoner Arrival
Prisoners arrive at the correctional facility on the east side of the 
building. The general public arrives on a separate access from the west 
side. The garage or Sally port is designed to not be visible from the 
highway. The natural contours of the site and utilizing the bluff and 
trees, all create low or no visibility to the entrance. Security  is 
essential. Once the prisoner is secured in the facility, Holding areas for 
detox,  evaluation and consultations,  Booking and fingerprinting are 
immediately available. medical facilities are adjacent. 
Research: Existing Prisoner Arrival
Cass County Jail Sally Port detox and holding
Ramsey County Booking
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Floor Plans
First Floor
Second Floor
Third Floor
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North
1. Garage/Arrival
2. Booking/holding
3. clothing exchange
4. laundry
5. Kitchen
6. staff break area
7. Minimum security lunchroom
8. visitation
9. library
10. courtyard
11. support staff offices
12. mens gym
13. womens gym
14. yard
15. secure housing pod male
16. forensic garage
17. mechanical
18. secure housing female
19. sally port
20. court
21. security 
22. public toilets
23. office space
24. lobby
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Legend:
Research: Booking and Personal storage
Secure Housing Pod
Once the booking process has been completed, the prisoner showers, exchanges personal clothing 
for the required attire of the facility, and are moved to the appropriate level of secure housing. 
This pod is where they will serve the majority of their sentence. The facility has been designed  
allowing for minimal movement of the prisoners to other locations in the facility. This allows 
for minimal contact of inmates with differing degrees of security and no contact with any 
inmate of the opposite sex. This encourages a lower rate of violence and control for the officer 
that is providing direct supervision to the cell pod.
The precast concrete cell units are manufactured to provide 12” walls and floor decking in one 
unit. steel mesh and rebar are inserted into the concrete during production, based on the security 
needs of the unit. Each individual cell has been designed with frosted poly-carbonite glass block 
openings, to allow natural light to penetrate into the cell by taking advantage of natural 
lighting available through the maintenance corridor. 
Research: Secure Housing And Common Area
The Triangular Openings are designed to bring interest and surprise to 
the facade of the structure. More importantly, they are a source of 
natural light into the service corridors of the facility, which then
filters light into the individual cells that share the adjoining wall. The 
grey harringbone brick has been turned on a 45 degree angle to 
continue the  triangular pattern through out the facility.
I specifically chose to display the facility in the environment in which it will sit for at least 
6 months out of the year, the cold bleak winter months of the Dakotas, seem to parallel the 
thoughts most individuals have with the interior of prisons. The harsh reality is that the 
prison of the past are just that, cold and bleak! I chose a less inhumane approach to the 
rehabilitation process. The nature of the facility demands respect and security, but can at the 
same time offer some warmth and understanding. 
The triangular opens repeat the geometry of the structure and bring a surprise to the facade. I 
have chosen to utilize aluca bond sandwich panels made from Anodized Aluminum to 
contrast with the brick. maintenance will be minimal, and provide durability and longevity 
for the facility. Operable, anodized aluminum widows have been used in the 
office suites for air circulation which can be controlled by the individual employee.
Arrival for the general public
Visitaion Area
Research: Visitation
Proposed Systems 
The correctional facility has been designed to be self contained. The 
water from the abundant lake will be used to provide all the 
heating and cooling needs, also the water required for daily living 
and kitchen and laundry purposes.
Pumps will bring water to the site from under the highway, large 
filtration systems will filter the water that will then be dispersed 
into holding tanks. Rainwater will be collected from roof drains on 
each roof into holding tanks under the ground, as will grey water 
from sinks and showers. Sewage will be also be handled in holding 
tanks, treated, filtered and reused.
A large wind turbine will sit on the bluff in the southeast corner 
of  the site, utilizing the northwest winds that come directly off the 
lake. 
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    I envisioned a facility carefully placed on the 
site allowing for a view for the staff and visitors to 
enjoy. Not all aspects of the correctional facility 
need look like a prison. 
 A system of operable skylights have allowed for 
natural lighting and ventilation in the area that 
requires additional security measures. I feel strongly 
that natural lighting is important to the 
rehabilitation process and a needed physical boost. 
Site Plan
    Site selection for a correctional 
facility can be a complicated, a 
political nightmare. Most, if not all, 
residents of a community will agree 
that a facility to detain and reform 
criminals is necessary. That how ever, 
is where the agreement ends. The 
guidelines directed by the Federal 
Government and the anticipated 
outcry from the community make the 
possible options, minimal. 
    Due to the nature of the facility, the public access is limited. A lobby and 
visitation space has been provided, as was a space for the children of the inmates to 
enjoy as they spend time there also. An area for payment of fines will be the extent of 
the public assesses. 
Conclusion
Can recidivism be influenced by architecture?
I believe The answer is yes.
By designing the facility utilizing direct supervision of the 
inmates, research has proven it to be the number one reason 
for not returning to a life of crime. 
Providing an atmosphere which houses inmates of equal 
security levels together, Not being infleunced by worse 
offenders.
Providing natural lighting into the housing pods thus 
lessening depression of inmates.
Surroundings that encourage self worth and respect.
